A vast body of research finds an association between missteps taken during the teen years (such as motherhood or dropping out of high school) and poor economic and educational outcomes. However, youth who take major missteps as teens often have subsequent success in school or the labor market. This paper attempts to draw lessons from youth who appear headed for a poor start in life, yet manage to have a positive economic or educational outcome by their early 20s. Using NELS, we provide one of the first longitudinal analyses of well-being for teen mothers and high school dropouts that includes a nationally-representative population of Hispanic and Asian youth. In general, the predictors of positive outcomes are similar for those with high probabilities of poor starts as for the general population. A few high school-age behaviors and community measures have additional associations with positive outcomes for likely poor starters. However, these correlates do not appear for all groups of likely poor starters, and they are not always in the expected direction.
Introduction
The period of life between ages 13 and 24 is a key period for understanding and affecting progress. It is the period where many life-changing decisions are made: often the decision to start a family, to finish high school, and to go to college. Several national, state, and local programs are designed to influence and improve the lives of youth as well as to steer them in the direction of positive future outcomes.
Much of the research covering this age range focuses on one outcome, often a negative one such as having a teen birth or dropping out of high school. Research suggests teenage mothers are at a great economic disadvantage relative to women who delay childbirth (or never have children). High school dropouts also have worse labormarket outcomes than graduates. For example, in 1999, high school dropouts have lower annual earnings of more than $4,000 compared to high school graduates who never attended college.
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Yet some individuals with poor starts (high school dropouts and teen mothers) achieve economic success and even attend post-secondary education. Our goal is to identify the role of families, schools, neighborhoods, and behavior in achieving positive outcomes (related to school and work) for those who appear destined for a poor start and highlight any differences in these predictors relative to those not likely to have a poor start. We also pay particular attention to the role of race, ethnicity, and immigrant generation because our longitudinal dataset is relatively unique in allowing us to analyze the role of nativity within race and ethnic groups. This focus is particularly important given the sizable population share of U.S. and foreign-born Asians and Hispanics.
Because predictors of poor starts (dropping out of high schools and teen parenthood) are also likely to be predictive of positive outcomes, we estimate correlates of positive outcomes in two stages. First, we estimate individual probabilities of poor starts. Second, we use the predicted probabilities of poor starts to create a sample of likely poor starters, and we predict positive outcomes separately for this group. We contrast these results to the predicted positive outcomes for the entire sample. In order to generate exogenous variation with poor starts, previous research relied on small subsets of the population or used instruments that are not valid. The use of the predicted poor start rather than the actual poor start as a way to stratify the population helps us avoid these problems in our effort to describe predictors of positive outcomes for those with likely poor starts. We thus are able to describe which family, school, and neighborhood characteristics have the greatest association with positive outcomes, and how those might differ for those individuals who are likely to have poor starts.
Our findings suggest that predictors of positive outcomes for likely poor starters are similar to those for the youth population generally. The ways in which likely poor starters appear to have different predictors of positive outcomes are few and are not consistent across outcomes. In many cases, these predictors are also important for avoiding a poor start in the first place. We conclude that emphasizing policies that appear to help teens avoid poor starts is the right strategy to take for all youth, even those who take missteps while in their teen years.
Previous literature

Determinants of poor starts
The majority of the literature on teenage childbearing and dropping out from high school can be divided into two areas: determinants of the poor start and the consequences of the poor start. Haveman and Wolfe (1995) summarize the literature on the determinants of both teenage nonmarital childbearing and dropping out of high school.
Parental income and education provide the most common measures of socioeconomic status. Both measures are negatively associated with teenage motherhood and not finishing high school, although the effect of parental education (of the mother in particular) is stronger than that of income. Children from two-parent families generally have lower probabilities of dropping out of high school than do children in other family structures (see, for example, McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994; Wolfe, Wilson, and Haveman, 2001 ).
Even after controlling for differences in parental background, race and ethnicity are still relevant in predicting teenage motherhood (Haveman and Wolfe, 1995; Klepinger, Lundberg, and Plotnick, 1999) . However, the racial/ethnic differences in the probability of dropping out from high school are insignificant when controlling for parental background. Nativity, or immigrant generation, plays a role in these race/ethnic differences. Educational enrollment is of particular concern for Hispanic immigrant youth because, unlike white and Asian youth, foreign-born Hispanics have lower scholastic achievement than do the native-born (Vernez and Mizell, 2001). Driscoll (1999) finds that foreign-born Hispanic youth are more likely to drop out of high school than are the native-born, but that first and second generation youth are actually less likely than third generation Hispanic youth to drop out of high school once variables like school performance and parental background characteristics are held constant. Kao (2004) finds that some part of the stronger academic performance of immigrant youth (first and second generation) relative to same-race native-born youth can be attributed to characteristics of the parent-child relationship, which can include discussions about school in general and college in particular.
In addition to parental background, many studies of poor starts include controls for neighborhood and/or schools (see, for example, Duncan and Hoffman, 1990 , Brewster 1994 , Patterson, 2000 , or Wolfe, Wilson, and Haveman, 2001 ). In general, these studies find a modest association of adverse neighborhood characteristics with residents' poor starts.
Previous research has demonstrated that individual behaviors, such as drug and alcohol use, employment, and criminal and gang activity are associated with poor starts (Ribar, 1994; National Research Council, 1998; Moore and Zaff, 2002; Roebuck, French, and Dennis, 2004) . However, these behaviors are likely to be related to unobservables.
For example, students who use drugs are probably more likely to drop out of high school.
Using drugs may not cause a student to drop out, but may be associated with unobservable determinants of high school completion such as not valuing a high school degree or preferences for risk.
In this paper, we consider the impact of parental background with a particular focus on race, ethnicity, and immigration. Despite the concerns raised above, our research design also considers the association of neighborhood traits, school characteristics, and behavioral choices with each poor start. Although the estimated relationships in the final model will not imply strict causality, the results will illuminate the relationships between key community characteristics (including those of schools) and behaviors and high school completion.
Consequences of poor starts
Several papers attempt to determine the causal impact of teenage childbearing on subsequent economic and educational success. A few papers treat childbearing as an exogenous event (Hofferth, 1987; McElroy, 1996) , but most researchers believe that teenage motherhood is an endogenous determinant of educational attainment or economic success. Some papers use instruments for teenage childbearing (Ribar, 1994; Plotnick, 1995, 1999) , whereas others attempt to compare teenage mothers to subsets of other women such as sisters (Geronimus and Korenman, 1992) , teenage mothers with twin births (Bronars and Grogger, 1994) , or women who had miscarriages as teenagers (Hotz, McElroy, and Sanders, 1999) . From these studies, Hoffman (1999) concludes that the some of the large differences between teenage mothers and other women can be attributed to differences in observable characteristics (such as parental background), but that it is still unclear whether teenage childbearing has a causal impact -positive or negative -on future outcomes. Klepinger, Lundberg, and Plotnick (1999) find that the income gaps for teen mothers and non-teen mothers are smallest for AfricanAmerican young women than for any other racial or ethnic group. Our research will add to this literature by including immigrant generation as well.
Although there is a vast literature on the returns to education for all educational levels, here we focus on the literature that pertains just to dropouts. Rumberger and Lamb (2003) find that dropouts who later receive a high school degree or equivalency are much more likely to attend post-secondary education than those who do not. Their results for employment and earnings are more mixed. Dropouts who complete high school degrees or equivalencies within two years of dropping out worked no more months than dropouts who did not return to school. In their study, which also uses the NELS, they find that earning a GED results in higher earnings than graduating from high school (among those not attending post-secondary schooling). However, their use of eighth-grade test scores as instruments is questionable given the direct relationship between student ability and educational attainment as well as earnings.
Data
The data for this paper come from the National Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS), a nationally representative study of eighth-grade students in 1988. The NELS is a rich data set with information on youth experiences and aspirations, parental background, and school resources. Follow-up surveys are conducted in 1990 Follow-up surveys are conducted in , 1992 Follow-up surveys are conducted in , 1994 , and 2000.
Dependent variables
This paper considers two poor starts: becoming a teenager mother and dropping out of high school. Both are defined from 1994 survey questions. Teenage childbearing is defined as having a child before age 20. High school dropout is defined as not having a high school diploma or GED "on time" in 1992 (i.e. by June 1992).
Positive outcomes are defined as of the 2000 follow-up, when respondents were approximately 26 years of age. By using more recent data, the population we study is We define three positive outcomes as of 2000. The first two are labor market outcomes. We consider a young person to be an economic "success" if he or she has family income above 200 percent of the poverty line. Measuring poverty at the family level captures the maximum income to which the person has access. It is the conventional measure of poverty because families share resources. We are concerned about the financial well-being of the person, whether it is obtained through his/her own income or through that of other family members. We use a cutoff of 200 percent because the poverty line is so low that researchers use higher thresholds (such as 200 percent) as a measure of low-income (see Reed, 2004) . Our next measure of economic success, working full time, is measured at the individual level, and is defined to be working for pay at a full time job (35 hours a week or more). Our third positive outcome is having attended at least some post-secondary schooling by the time of the 2000 survey. The labor-market benefits of a GED for dropouts are unclear, 2 but post-secondary attendance has a clear, positive relationship with long-term labor market success (Kane and Rouse, 1995) .
Independent variables
One goal of the analysis is to contribute to the literature on differences in race and ethnicity by also including immigrant generation. The NELS sample only includes individuals in eighth grade in the United States. Our focus is on students who are educated in the United States, so we further restrict the sample to students who arrived in the United States by age 5. The data also distinguish second-generation students from students whose parents were born in the United States (third generation or higher, referred to as children of natives or third generation). We combine first-generation (who arrived by age 5) and second-generation students into a single category called children of immigrants (to which we sometimes refer as second generation). All other students are defined as children of natives (or third generation). Immigration generation is combined with race/ethnicity to create mutually exclusive race, ethnicity, and immigration generation categories. Appendix Table 1 contains the descriptive statistics for the independent variables, first for young women, and then young men.
Our models also include parental background, school, neighborhood, and individual or behavioral characteristics. Parental characteristics include parental income and income squared, dummy variables for maternal education (having less than a high school education is the omitted category), an indicator variable for being raised in a twoparent family, the number of siblings living at home when the respondent was in the eighth grade, and the overall size of the family. School characteristics are measured as of tenth grade and include whether or not the school offers a school to work program, the percent free lunch, and the age of compulsory schooling in the state. Our measure of neighborhood characteristics is the percentage of the zip code that is below the poverty line. The behavioral or individual characteristics we include are a measure of whether the respondent worked at any time during high school, what his or her eighth-grade test scores were, whether or not the respondent used drugs in high school, had sexual intercourse by 1990, whether or not the respondent used birth control at first sexual intercourse, and finally whether or not the respondent was in a gang in 1992 (the only time the question was asked).
Methods
The analysis begins with an investigation of the determinants of each of the two poor starts defined above: becoming a teenage mother and dropping out of high school.
Throughout the analysis, we use logit models to estimate dichotomous outcomes.
Equation (1) contains a logit model:
For individual i, Y denotes a poor start. R is a vector of dummy variables for race, ethnicity, and immigration. X is a vector of parental background characteristics such as parental income, education, and family structure. Q is a vector of school and neighborhood characteristics such as poverty levels. W is a vector of individual characteristics and behaviors; examples are eighth-grade test scores and drug use.
Because each poor start is defined as of 1994, the sample is limited to individuals who are in the 1994 follow-up. The teenage motherhood equation is only estimated for women, whereas the high school dropout method is estimated separately for males and females. Substantial sample attrition occurs between 1988 and 1994 (as well as 2000), so all analyses are weighted 3 in order to make the results as representative as possible of the U.S. population of that age. We adjust the sample using cluster weights because the initial NELS cohort was sampled at schools and was not a simple random sample.
at least for individuals with low cognitive skills. 3 The weights are the 1994/2000 sample weight.
Although many papers have considered the determinants of poor starts, few have looked at future success for individuals with poor starts. Instead, researchers attempt to establish a causal effect of the poor start on outcomes, such as the impact of teenage motherhood on educational attainment. These analyses provide little insight on what, if anything, helps those who have already had a poor start.
Equation (2) also contains a logit model, which we use to investigate the determinants of a positive outcome for the full sample and for individuals more likely to have poor starts.
In this equation, Z is defined as a positive outcome, and R, X, Q, and W are defined as in equation (1). We consider likely poor starters to be those whose probabilities for a poor start, as measured by the logit in equation (1), fall at or above the 67 th percentile.
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The goal is to see whether there are factors at the parental, school/neighborhood, and individual level that are associated with positive outcomes and whether these associations are different for those with higher probability of poor starts. Why, for example, do some teen mothers return to school? Is there something unique about their schools, communities, or families?
As the literature argues, having a poor start is an endogenous determinant of the positive outcomes. The common solution to this problem is a selection equation or instrumental variables analysis that controls for the non-random selection of people into poor starts. However, the literature on poor starts has been unable to find compelling instruments: variables that are highly correlated with a poor start but uncorrelated with a positive outcome except through their relationship to poor starts. Examples of invalid instruments are parental background and eighth-grade test scores, which affect outcomes directly rather than just through the poor start. Selection models can be identified on functional form assumptions alone, but such assumptions have no basis in economic theory.
We instead estimate predictors of positive outcomes for those most likely to have poor starts, and contrast those estimates to predictors of positive outcomes for the full sample. This method allows us to understand which covariates are of additional importance for those with a high predicted probability of dropping out of high school or becoming a teen mother. It also has the advantage of relying solely on differences in observable characteristics.
Results
Determinants of poor starts
Twenty-five percent of young women have a poor start. Eight percent of the females in the sample experience a teen birth (i.e. a birth before the age of 20), eight percent are high school dropouts, and an additional nine percent are both teen mothers and high school dropouts. The high school dropout percentage for males (18 percent) is slightly higher than the rate for females (17 percent). Table 1 presents the results from the logit model outlined in equation (1). The dependent variables are teenage motherhood (columns 1 through 3) and high school dropouts (columns 4 through 9). The first specification for each outcome (columns 1, 4, and 7) only includes controls for race, ethnicity, and immigrant generation. The second specification (columns 2, 5, and 8) adds controls for parental background, schools, and neighborhoods. The third specification (columns 3, 6, and 9) includes individual choice variables. This third specification is the one used to predict our likely poor starters.
[ Table 1 here]
Race, ethnicity, and generation have significant impacts on poor starts in the specifications with no other control variables. Compared to the omitted group of white children of natives (third generation), being Asian (second or third generation) is associated with lower probabilities of teen motherhood, and being an Asian thirdgeneration young woman is associated with lower chances of dropping out of high school. In contrast, being Mexican-American (both children of natives and children of immigrants) or black is associated with higher probabilities of poor starts. Native
American males are more likely than the omitted whites to drop out of high school, whereas females are marginally more likely to have a child. Among whites, secondgeneration young women are less likely than third-generation young women to have poor starts, but there are no significant differences for young men.
The effects of race, ethnicity, and immigration decrease in magnitude when we include additional controls for parental background, schools, and neighborhoods.
However, being a second-generation non-Mexican Hispanic immigrant is associated with lower chances of dropping out for young women, but marginally higher chances for Individual choices have strong impacts on poor starts, although these results should be interpreted with caution due to their correlation with unobservables. Student ability, measured by eighth-grade test scores, has a negative and highly-significant association with poor starts. Students who engaged in risky behaviors such as drug use and sexual intercourse by 1990 are at greater risk for poor starts. [ Table 2 here]
Descriptive statistics for positive outcomes
The right two panels of the In order to determine the predictors of these positive outcomes for those who were likely to have made a "poor start" by age 20, we estimate the logit model described above in equation (2). The predicted probabilities are calculated from the full specification of equation (1) For example, fewer than 10 Asian children of natives are likely to have a poor start. In our discussion of the results, we highlight which predictors of positive outcomes for likely poor starters differ from those for the whole sample, as well as describe those common to both groups.
Results for family income at or above twice the poverty level
Much as was the case in our predictions of poor starts, we find, in predicting our [ Table 4 here]
In general, the predictors of family income are similar, whether we consider the full sample or just likely poor starters. The exception is that early sexual initiation has a negative effect for likely male dropouts but has no discernable effect for the full sample of males. Working during high school has a positive effect on the full sample of males and females, but the effects for poor starters are noisy and therefore not statistically significant. There are some differences by gender. Family size, school percent free lunch, and early sexual initiation have negative effects for all samples of women, whereas eighth-grade test scores have positive effects. For men, being raised in a two-parent home has positive effects. Table 5 shows that few variables have significant effects for likely poor starters but insignificant effects for the overall sample. Among females, likely poor starters who attended schools with school-to-work programs are more likely to work full time, but likely female dropouts in lower-income neighborhoods are less likely to work full time.
Results for full-time work
Female likely poor starters whose own mothers are college graduates are less likely than those with high school dropout mothers to work full time, perhaps because they are more likely to attend post-secondary schools (Table 6 ). Likely female poor starters who were gang members in 1992 are more likely to be working full time than non-gang female poor starters. Perhaps, among those with higher chances of poor starts, gang membership signifies an entrepreneurial spirit or bestows skills that can translate to gainful employment later in life. For likely male dropouts, the number of siblings has a negative association with full-time work.
[ Table 5 here]
There are a few predictors that affect the likelihood of work for the full sample as well as for the subset of likely poor starters. Working in high school is positively associated with full-time work for all samples. Higher eighth-grade test scores are associated with higher odds of work for young women, but lower odds for young men.
Having had first intercourse by 1990 makes full-time work less likely for two of the three request.
samples of young women, but has no statistical relationship with work for young men.
The use of birth control at first intercourse makes full-time work more likely for young men overall.
Results for post-secondary attendance
Race clearly is associated with differential rates of post-secondary attendance even after we have incorporated the full set of family, neighborhood/school, and behavioral controls. Specifically, most groups have higher likelihoods of post-secondary attendance that the omitted group of third-generation whites. An exception is that most coefficients are insignificant for the subset of likely female dropouts. In all samples, the effects are insignificant for Native Americans. For women, second-generation Asians have insignificant coefficients, whereas for men the insignificant coefficients are for third-generation Asians and third-generation non-Mexican Hispanics.
[ Table 6 here]
The predictors of post-secondary attendance vary little between likely poor starters and the full sample of men/women. One exception is the large negative effect among likely male dropouts of attending a school with school-to-work programs.
Perhaps such programs are located in schools with high dropout rates, and their emphasis on work is at the cost of encouraging further education, or maybe the coefficient captures something unobservable about the school environment that is not conducive to higher education. Another exception is the negative relationship between the percent free lunch at school and post-secondary school attendance among likely female dropouts.
Otherwise, the full sample and likely poor start sample have similar predictors of positive outcomes. For example, family income and maternal education are strong positive predictors of post secondary schooling, whereas large numbers of siblings has negative effects (except for the insignificant effect for likely male dropouts). Our behavioral measures operate in the expected direction in predicting post-secondary attendance: eighth-grade test scores increases odds, drug use and early sexual experience decrease odds. Interestingly, in this model, working in high school increases chances of post-secondary attendance for young women, and this effect is largest for likely female dropouts. For young men, the state compulsory education age has a weak positive effect.
Conclusion
We have demonstrated in this paper that many young people who begin adult life inauspiciously transition into adulthood successfully. Some high school dropouts and However, having done so was negatively associated with positive outcomes for the full sample.
Thus, we find that programs and policies which aim to help the general population of young attain positive outcomes by their mid-twenties should also assist young people who take missteps in their teens. Delaying sexual initiation, using birth control, working in high school, and increasing state compulsory education appear to all bear some positive relationship to positive outcomes for youth. These high school behaviors and community and school conditions are associated with avoiding poor starts to begin with, and appear to also be predictive of positive outcomes for the full sample of young people, although they are rarely associated with additional positive outcomes among likely poor starts. Notes: All models also include region variables, as well as dummy variables for missing categories. ** significant at 10 percent. * significant at 5 percent. Note: Sample includes individuals with at least one non-missing positive outcome. Note: Sample includes individuals with no missing positive outcomes. Notes: All models also include region variables, as well as dummy variables for missing categories. ** significant at 10 percent. * significant at 5 percent. Notes: All models also include region variables, as well as dummy variables for missing categories. ** significant at 10 percent. * significant at 5 percent. Notes: All models also include region variables, as well as dummy variables for missing categories. ** significant at 10 percent. * significant at 5 percent.
Appendix Note: Sample contains individuals with at least one non-missing outcome.
